66    POLITICAL AND RELIGIOUS CONDITION
The natural deduction would be that all this dry legalism,
this hypertrophied scrupulosity, which Renan rightly calls the
" rust of religion," ended by utterly extinguishing the flame of
true religion in Israel, but this was not the case. The spirit
of legalism was counterbalanced by a new and very different
impulse which was manifested in the Psalms. They are imbued
with a spirit of warm and spontaneous personal piety, that
seems like a direct heritage from the religion of the Prophets.
Probably the explanation is that the immediate result of the
Return was a strong wave of spiritual life out of which the
Psalter sprang.
It is clear that the written Law, ascribed to Moses, was
accorded supreme and absolute authority; but this was only
theoretical. In practice this authority appertained to the
interpretation " according to the tradition." l In itself the
Torah was simply the dead letter. What gave it vitality was
the work of the Scribes who adapted it to the needs of the
moment and brought it into contact with the daily life of men.
1	have already pointed out that the redactors of the Targums
had no hesitation in altering any passages which might offend
the susceptibilities of their contemporaries, and this tendency
was general in Israel about the time of the birth of Jesus.
Passages of the Scriptures which seemed out of date were either
ignored  or  else  so  transformed  that  they  acquired  a  new
meaning.2   Even   the   Midrash   completely   misrepresents   a
number of the old ideas which it undertakes to clarify and
explain.   But after all the tractate Sopherim tells us that God
taught  Moses  forty-nine different ways  of interpreting  the
Law,3  which leaves  the  commentators  quite  a  comfortable
margin.4
The Torah alone could not have nourished and sustained
the vitality of the religious life of Israel; what provided the
necessary flexibility and variety was the tradition. Custom
1	This is the nagadoais r&v KQeapvreQcov ;  Mark vii. 3-5 ;  Matt. xv.
2	; Jos., Ant., xiii, 16, 2.    C/. Gal. i. 14 ;  CCLXVI, i, 38 ;  CCLIH, 153-
161.
2	CCLXXX, 155.
3	CCLXXX, 33-37.
4	It is, moreover, a relevant fact that in the time of Jesus the Nebiim,
or Prophets, were considered canonical together with the Torah ;  which
accounts for the phrase, " the Law and the Prophets " which occurs in the
Gospels and in the writings of the Rabbis (EB, art. Canon, § 42, and
CCLUI, 142 ff.).    Moreover, some of the Kethubim were already generally
accepted as part of the Scriptures (cf. Ben-Sira's Prologue.    1 Mace. vii.
16 cites Psalm Ixxix. 2, as Scripture ; xard rdv Myov 6 syQaye),    These
writings yield even more readily than the Torah to the ingenuity of the
commentators.

